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Earthquake 
ID Location Mag MMI Date 
1 Near Petersburg, VA 4.5 6 02/21/1774 
2 Franklin Co., VA 4.6 5 03/10/1828 
3 Central VA 4.5 5 08/27/1833 
4 Near Wytheville, VA 4.8 6 04/29/1852 
5 Extreme Southwest, VA Unknown Unknown 08/31/1861 
6 Central VA 4.8 7 12/23/1875 
7 Giles Co., VA 5.6 8 05/31/1897 
8 Southwest VA 4.3 6 05/03/1897 
9 Pulaski, VA 4.4 6 02/05/1898 

10 Near Arvonia, VA 4.0 6 02/11/1907 
11 Luray, VA 4.6 6 04/10/1918 
12 Near Front Royal, VA Unknown 6 09/06/1919 
13 Charlottesville, VA 3.7 6 12/26/1929 
14 Giles Co., VA 3.9 6 04/23/1959 

Source: USGS 1999.  Significant U.S. Earthquakes 1568-1996.  National Atlas.
U.S. Geologic Survey.  http://nationalatlas.gov/atlasftp.html

 

Earthquake Descriptions 
ID Earthquake Description 

1 

On February 21, 1774, a strong earthquake was felt over much of 
Virginia and southward into North Carolina. Many houses were moved 
considerably off their foundations at Petersburg and Blandford. The 
shock was described as "severe" at Richmond and "small" at 
Fredericksburg. However, it "terrified the inhabitants greatly." The total 
felt area covered about 150,000 square kilometers. 

2 

An earthquake, apparently centered in southwestern Virginia, on March 
9, 1828, was reported felt over an area of about 565,000 square 
kilometers, from Pennsylvania to South Carolina and the Atlantic Coastal 
Plain to Ohio. Very few accounts of the shock were available from 
places in Virginia; it was reported that doors and windows rattled. 
President John Quincy Adams felt this tremor in Washington D.C., and 
provided a graphic account in his diary. He compared the sensation to 
the heaving of a ship at sea. 

3 

The August 27, 1833, earthquake covered a broad felt area from Norfolk 
to Lexington and from Baltimore, Maryland, to Raleigh, North Carolina - 
about 135,000 square kilometers. Two miners were killed in the panic 
the shock caused at Brown's Coal Pits, near Dover Mills, about 30 
kilometers from Richmond. At Charlottesville, Fredericksburg, 
Lynchburg, and Norfold, windows rattled violently, loose objects shook, 
and walls of buildings were visibly agitated. 

4 
Another moderately strong, widely felt shock occurred on April 29, 1852. 
At Buckingham and Wytheville, chimneys were damaged. The felt area 
extended to Washington D.C., Baltimore, Maryland, and Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, and also included many points in North Carolina - 
approximately 420,000 square kilometers. 

5 

A major earthquake struck on August 31, 1861. The epicenter was 
probably in extreme southwestern Virginia or western North Carolina. At 
Wilkesboro, North Carolina, bricks were shaken from chimneys. The lack 
of Virginia reports may perhaps be ascribed to the fact that the Civil War 
was under way and there was rather heavy fighting in Virginia at the 
time. This shock affected about 775,000 square kilometers and was felt 
along the Atlantic coast from Washington, D.C., to Charleston, South 
Carolina, and westward to Cincinnati, Louisville, and Gallatin, 
Tennessee, and southwestward to Columbus, Georgia. 

6 

A series of shocks in quick succession disturbed the eastern two-thirds 
of Virginia and a portion of North Carolina on December 22, 1875. At 
Manakin, many chimneys were broken and shingles on one store were 
shaken off. Damage to chimneys was reported from other places in 
Goochland and Powhatan Counties. At Richmond, the shock, which was 
accompanied by a rumbling noise, was severe and lasted from 20 to 30 
seconds; plaster fell and several panes of window glass broke. There 
was general alarm in all parts of the city; many people ran out of their 
houses in fright. The total felt area was about 130,000 square 
kilometers. 

 
 

Earthquake Descriptions (cont.) 
ID Earthquake Description 

7, 8 

The largest earthquake to originate in Virginia is historic times occurred 
on May 31, 1897. The epicenter was in Giles County, where on May 3, 
an earlier tremor at Pulaski, Radford, and Roanoke had caused damage. 
Loud rumblings were heard in the epicentral region at various times 
between May 3 and 31. The shock on the latter date was felt from 
Georgia to Pennsylvania and from the Atlantic Coast westward to 
Indiana and Kentucky, an area covering about 725,000 square 
kilometers. It was especially strong at Pearisburg, where the walls of old 
brick houses were cracked and bricks were thrown from chimney tops. 
Springs were muddied and a few earth fissures appeared (MM VIII). 
Chimneys were shaken down at Bedford City, Houston, Pulaski, 
Radford, and Roanoke. Chimneys were also broken at Raleigh, North 
Carolina, Bristol and Knoxville, Tennessee, and Bluefied, West Virginia. 
Minor tremors continued in the epicentral region from time to time until 
June 6; other disturbances felt on June 28, September 3, and October 
21 were probably aftershocks. 

9 
On February 5, 1898, the residents of Pulaski reported additional 
chimney damage. People rushed into the streets at Pulsaki and East 
Radford. 

10 

An earthquake on February 11, 1907, caused minor damage at Arvonia, 
Ashby, and Buckingham. At Arvonia, many people became terrified and 
ran from their houses; although no damage was reported from Columbia, 
many ran from their homes. The felt area was small, approximately 
14,500 square kilometers. Other shocks of lesser intensity occurred in 
the same area on August 23, 1908, and May 8, 1910. 

11 

The Shenadoah Valley region was strongly shaken by an earthquake on 
April 9, 1918. It was called the "most severe earthquake ever 
experienced" at Luray. Although little damage resulted, people in many 
places over the northern valley region were greatly alarmed and rushed 
from their houses. Broken windows were reported at Washington, D.C. 
The tremor was noticed by President Wilson and his family at the White 
House; the President's secretary called a newspaper office to learn the 
cause of the terrifying noise. The felt area extended over 155,000 square 
kilometers, including parts of Maryland, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia. 

12 
On September 5, 1919 a major earthquake was felt in the Shenadoah 
Valley Region. It was strongest in the Blue Ridge Mountains south of 
Front Royal. At Arco, plaster fell and some chimneys were damaged. 
Springs and streams were muddied in the epicentral area. 

13 
On December 26, 1929, a moderate shock at Charlottesville shook 
bricks from a few chineys. It was reported felt in various parts of 
Albemarle County. 

14 
Giles County was strongly shaken again on April 23, 1959. At Eggleston 
and Pembroke, several chimneys were damaged, plaster cracked, and 
pictures fell from walls. A wide area (about 7,500 square kilometers) of 
southwestern Virginia felt the tremor; a few places in West Virginia also 
reported the shock. 
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YEAR 
 

NAME 
 

PRESSURE 
(millibars) 

WIND SPEED 
(mph) 

CATEGORY 
 

1876 NOTNAMED 985 80 H1 
1876 NOTNAMED 987 70 TS 
1878 NOTNAMED 0 105 H2 
1883 NOTNAMED 0 45 TS 
1883 NOTNAMED 0 35 TD 
1886 NOTNAMED 0 35 TD 
1899 NOTNAMED 0 65 TS 
1915 NOTNAMED 0 35 TD 
1928 NOTNAMED 0 45 TS 
1928 NOTNAMED 1002 45 TS 
1929 NOTNAMED 0 40 E 
1929 NOTNAMED 0 40 E 
1939 NOTNAMED 0 30 TD 
1939 NOTNAMED 0 30 TD 
1944 NOTNAMED 0 50 TS 
1944 NOTNAMED 0 45 TS 
1945 NOTNAMED 1012 40 TS 
1954 HAZEL 970 90 E 
1979 BOB 1010 25 TD 
1981 BRET 1006 35 TD 

     
 E =  Extratropical   
 H1 =  Category 1 Hurricane  
 H2 =  Category 2 Hurricane  
 TD =  Tropical Depression  
 TS =  Tropical Storm   
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Combo-hi - High susceptibility to landsliding and moderate incidence
High - High landslide incidence (more than 15% of the area is involved in landsliding)
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Low - Low landslide incidence (less than 1.5 % of the area is involved in landsliding)

Source: USGS Natioanl Atlas
http://nationalatlas.gov/atlasftp.html
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